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Abstract 
Noun phrases are very relevant in discourse, as they convey much information. 
However, they form a very varied group, and can differ greatly on structure, length and 
complexity. This paper reports a research based on the study of their behaviour in the 
fictional register (Biber et al., 1999) with the aim of exploring those structural features 
specific of the genre. For fulfilling  this purpose, a corpus of study was previously 
selected, which consists of two extracts of 5,000 words approximately, from two 
different novels: Case Histories, by Kate Atkinson, and Moon Palace, by Paul Auster. 
The texts were analysed by signaling the noun phrases that contained and by 
classifying them according to the number and type of constituents. Several 
different classifications were necessary to conduct the analysis of the different word 
classes and elements appearing in the phrases. These data were recollected, observed 
and described, and the results were explained. The most relevant findings are the nearly 
equal distribution of nouns and pronouns as heads of the phrases 53% in the case of 
nouns, and 47% in the case of pronouns , the essential role played by personal 
pronouns in the register which form an 80% of all the pronominal forms , and the 
recurrence of other structures and word classes which are infrequent in other registers, 
such as relative clauses, possessive determiners or proper names (Biber et al., 1999). All  
of these findings point to the fact that fiction is concerned with the lives, actions and 
goals of a restricted set of characters, presented as familiar to the readers. In addition, 
sometimes full  reproductions of dialogues between characters are present in the texts, 
so fiction is a written genre which encapsulates some conversational features. 
Therefore, the genre sometimes acquires a more colloquial tone which, together with 
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Noun phrases are a very important part of every discourse because they convey much 
information. However, they do not form a homogenenous group, as they can adopt 
many different structures, from a simple pronoun, to a whole complex sequence of pre- 
and postmodifiers complementing the same head. But it is also true that some 
similarities can be traced among different noun phrases according to particular registers. 
This study draws on Biber et  (1999) study of four registers: conversation, fiction, 
news and academic prose. More specifically, it focuses on the structural patterns of 
noun phrases in fiction, with the aim of discovering their defining features in this 
register and their relationship with the purposes of the genre. The steps taken to carry 
out the research are described as follows: once the corpus was selected, it was analysed 
and the resultant noun phrases were classified into 14 different categories according to 
the different constituents that composed them. Later, the data were extracted from those 
categories and recollected in several different steps, according to the various phrasal 
components which would be analysed. After all those recollections were done, it was 
time for the description of the findings and the explanation of the results, which would 
lead to the draw of some conclusions. These three last steps will  be explained below. 
The corpus used in this study comprises 10,000 words approximately, taken 
from two different novels. The first text corresponds to chapter 13 of the work Case 
Histories, published in 2004 by the British author Kate Atkinson (see Appendix 1). This 
novel deals with three different tragedies, which at first seemed to be connected by just 
the fact that they are being investigated by the detective Jackson Brodie. Nevertheless, 
the three of them are interconnected. The chapter under study focuses on two sisters, 
Amelia and Julia, who misteriously lost their sister Olivia thirty-four years ago, when 
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she was just three years old. However, this chapter does not address this issue. Instead, 
with Amelia as its focalizer, it presents the two sisters as opposed poles, and deals with 
the love affairs of both characters, especially with those of Amelia. 
The second text of this corpus is an extract from the first chapter of Moon 
Palace, written in 1989 by the American writer Paul Auster (see Appendix 2). This 
novel can be considered a bildungsroman. It presents the quest for identity and the 
consequent evolution of its main character, the American Marco Stanley Fogg. The 
analysed extract corresponds to the very beginning of the novel, so it is the moment 
when the protagonist, who is the narrator as well, introduces himself and the characters 
who can be said to be the only members of his family: his uncle Victor, who has been 
his paternal referent, and his mother. Both of them died when his personality is still 
unformed: his mother, when he was a child, and his uncle, when he was in Columbia 
University. Hence, he has to overcome the difficulties of finding himself alone to cope 
with life. 
Both extracts share some formal features: they are contemporary texts written 
for an adult audience by two well-known living authors. Approximately, the same 
number of words has been selected from each novel so as to obtain a more equitable 
version of the results. It must be clarified that making any comparisons between the two 
different varieties of English or the different authorial styles is beyond the scope of this 
essay. Instead, the reasons for choosing two different novels were to avoid the 
description of the personal style of a particular author, and to give more emphasis to the 
similarities of noun phrases across the genre. 
Before the analysis of the extracts, it has been considered necessary to outline 
the main features of noun phrases, briefly explained in the next section. 
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Theoretical review: the structure of noun phrases 
 
 
Noun phrases can present many different structures, and they vary greatly in complexity 
as well. The head of these phrases is typically a pronoun or a noun, and they can be 
followed by many different constituents, explained later. There are other elements 
which can function as heads of noun phrases, such as nominalized adjectives, or even 
clauses. However, my analysis will  not include full  clauses working as nominals  
following Biber et  (1999) terminology  because they are more complex than 
phrases. The only examples of clauses that will  be taken into account are those 
embedded in nominals with a noun or pronoun as head. In addition, independent 
prepositional phrases, which also contain embedded noun phrases, will  not be studied 
here either, as they are frequently classified as a different type of phrases, due to the 
prepositional element that they require (Biber et al., 1999; Quirk et al., 1985; Carter & 
McCarthy, 2006; Huddleston et al. 2002). 
Noun phrases convey much information within discourse, as they  who 
and what the text is  (Biber et al., 1999: 232) so their heads mainly establish 
referential specification. In the following sentences from Case Histories (p.250-251), 
one of the novels of the analysis, noun phrases have been signalled in brackets in order 
to illustrate this fact: 
(Julia) sang out,  got (a new boyfriend), (poor old Henry), (Milly)  likes 
(Jackson)´as if (she) was (eight years old) again. (Part of Julia) would always be (eight 
years old), just as (part of Amelia) would always be (eleven years old), (the age she was 




According to the structure of noun phrases, there are four constituents: head, 
determiner, premodifier and postmodifier. The head is the main lexical element, so it is 
the only one which always appears, and in the case of nouns, they are frequently 
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preceeded by a determiner. Premodifiers and postmodifiers may occur to complete the 
reference of their heads, although they can usually be omitted without affecting the 
basic meaning of the phrase. The difference between them is that premodifiers preceed 
the head, while postmodifiers follow it. The following examples, taken from Case 
Histories, (henceforth CH) reflect the order of constituents within noun phrases: 
Determiner Premodifier Head Postmodifier 
 
A dubious kind of prize  (CH, p.257) 




In turn, determiners may present other elements: predeterminers and postdeterminers. 
They respectively preceed and follow the central determiner, which is usually an article. 
These are some examples taken from the novel Moon Palace (henceforth MP): 
Premodifier: I began signing all my papers. (MP, p.7) 
 
Postmodifier:  That was the first part. (MP, p.1) 
 
 
The structure of noun phrases can be very complex as some postmodifiers may have 
other embedded postmodifiers, and even clauses, as explained later. 
The head of a noun phrase is usually a noun or a pronoun. There are important 
differences between common and proper nouns, as the former are frequently preceeded 
by a determiner, while it is fairly rare to find other elements with a proper noun as head. 
Some proper nouns consist of more than one word, e.g. names and surnames, and others 
are made up of ordinary lexical words, but in this case,  do not vary for number 
and  (Biber et al., 1999: 245). Other types are collective nouns, unit nouns, 
quantifying and species nouns. 
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Determiners  used to specify the reference of  (Biber et al., 1999: 
258), so they frequently preceed them. There are different kinds of determiners: 
possessive, demonstrative and wh-determiners, quantifiers, articles and numerals. 
Articles can be classified as well in definite or indefinite, and there is another type 
which is called   used in constructions in which the number or amount is 
indefinite. Numerals are further classified in cardinals and ordinals. These are some 
examples, taken from the extracts: 
Possessive determiners My mother was Emily Fogg (MP, p.3) 
Demonstrative determiners This death was a terrible blow for me (MP, p.2) 
Wh-determiner What an appaling test (CH, p. 253) 
Definite and indefinite articles  Julia was an actress (CH, p. 253) 
Get a life, Milly  (CH, p. 254) 
The coulple tied the knot in March (MP, p.9) 
 
Zero article Victor knew he lacked ambition (MP, p.5) 
Quantifiers Much of that early period is lost for me (MP, p.4) 
Cardinals and ordinals He had five children after all (CH, p.259) 
That was the first part (MP, p.1) 
 
 
There is another type of words which are similar to determiners, but are sometimes 
described as adjectives. They are the so-called semi-determiners. As Biber et al. (1999: 
280) say,  differ from central adjectives  in that they have no descriptive 
meaning and they primarily serve to specify the reference of the  They usually 
appear preceded by another determiner. These determiners are: same, other, another, 
former, later, last, next, certain and such: 
She had heard the other lecturers call her  (CH, p.252) 
 
People from the same family should have the same name. (MP, p.3) 
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According to pronouns, they are words which substitute whole noun phrases, so they 
usually have anaphoric reference. There are also different types of pronouns: personal 
pronouns, which have different forms for subject and object position, possessive 
pronouns, reflexive, reciprocal, demonstrative, indefinite and wh-pronouns and 
quantifiers. Pronoun uses of semi-determiners can also occur (Biber et al., 1999). 
 
Personal pronouns Subjetc I, you, he, she, it, we, you, they 
 Object Me, you, him, her, it, us, you, them 
 
 
Possessive pronouns Mine, your, his, her, its, our, your, their 
 
Reflexive pronouns Myself, yourself, himself, herself, itself 
Ourselves, yourselves, themselves 
 
Reciprocal pronouns Each other, one another 
 
Demonstrative pronouns This, that, these, those 
 
Indefinite pronouns Everybody, everyone, everything 
Somebody, someone, something 
Anybody, anyone, anything 
Nobody, no one, none, nothing, one 
 
Wh-pronouns Who, which, what, etc. 
 
Quantifiers Many, all, a lot, few, etc. 
 




Further complementation in noun phrases is achieved by the inclusion of premodifiers 
and postmodifiers, which are frequent elements in all written registers. Premodifiers are 
mainly adjectives, nouns and participial modifiers. Adjectives are the most common 
type, and nouns the most problematic, as the difference between a compound noun and 
a sequence of  +  is not clearly established (for a discussion of the 
different interpretations, see Biber et al. (1999: 589-596)). Participial modifiers can be 
of two different types: ed-participial modifier or ing-participial modifier. 
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All men appreciate a sexy striptease. (CH, p.260) 
 
After that, there is the wooden chess et. (MP. p.13) 
 
Then he was tugging at her paint-stained T-shirt (CH, p.262) 
 




Some premodifiers can appear together modifying the same head, as in the second 
example above, or taking part in a hierarchy of embedded relationships, as shown in the 
third example. These chains of premodifiers can present ambiguity, so sometimes 
equivalent relationships among modifiers are clearly established by means of 
coordinators or commas: 




There are other structures which also preceed the noun and which present some 
particularities: the genitive phrases. The main type is the specifying genitive, which, 
according to Greenbaum and Nelson (2009) functions as a possessive determiner. 
Another important type is the classifying genitive, which has been related by these 
grammarians to premodifiers. The first type can be rephrased by an of-phrase, while the 
second, by a for-phrase: 
Some of  make-up (CH, p.250) Some make-up of Julia 
 




Premodifiers and postmodifiers differ mainly in two ways: premodifiers are more 
condensed, but they are also much less explicit in specifying the relationship between 
the modifier and head noun. Therefore, postmodifiers often consist of more words. In 
the analysis of the texts under study, a first distinction shall be drawn between clausal 
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and phrasal postmodifiers. Prepositional phrases are the main type of phrasal 
postmodifiers. Adjectives and adverbs can also appear in this way, although they are 
less frequent: 
The idea of lesbianism made her felt slightly squeamish (prepositional phrase) (CH, 
p.252) 
 




Clausal postmodifiers can be finite or non-finite. The first group is formed by relative 
clauses, while ing-clauses, ed-clauses and to-clauses form the second. The first two are 
called participle clauses, and the third, infinitive clauses. Infinitive clauses can have an 
overt subject, introduced by the preposition for: 
Relative clause: She felt as if she was preparing for an exam that she was bound to fail. 
(CH, p.260) 
 
Ing-clause: A bird flying through the fog, I used to think. (MP, p.3) 
 
If not for a girl  named Kitty Wu, I probably would have starved to death. (MP, p.1) 
 




Relative clauses can be introduced by the relative pronouns which, who, whose, whom 
and that or by the relative adverbs where, when and why. Sometimes, the relativizer is 
omitted, which is called zero relativizer. 
Other elements which can occur following noun phrases are complement 
clauses. They differ from postmodifiers in structure and meaning. They do not have a 
gap which corresponds in meaning to the head, as post-modifying clauses usually have, 
and they are not optional, and hence, cannot be omitted. They include that-clauses, to- 
clauses, of +-ing clauses and dependent wh-interrogative clauses (Biber et al., 1999): 
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That- clause: The fact that she used her maiden name was proof that she had never been 
married. (MP, p.3) 
 
To- clause: And once he had the effrontery to tell a dirty joke within earshot of the 
Bulgarian concertmaster. (MP, p.5) 
 




Appositions are another type of postmodifiers which shall be studied separatedly, as 
different interpretations have been given to the term. Biber et al. (1999) just use this 
label to refer to a noun phrase following another one and sharing its same status. Carter 
and McCarthy (2010: 330-331) also give the same interpretation to the term. Hence, as 
Biber et al. (1999: 638) state,  phrases provide descriptive  and in the 
great majority of cases, the order can be reversed without changing the meaning of the 
whole phrase: 
He was my only relative, my one link to something larger than myself (MP, p.2) 
 




On the other hand, Quirk et al. (1985: 1300-1321) include many different structures 
under the term  such as that-clauses, some proper names River Thames, 
Mount Everest , or some clauses introduced by certain expressions that is, namely, 
or in other words. Therefore, it is slightly difficult  to decide what structures the term 
 to. The present study will  adopt Biber et  approach (1999). 
To sum-up, noun phrases can vary from a single pronoun to very complex and 
long structures. This analysis centers on the different components and the complexity of 
noun phrases in the fictional register. It is difficult  to make a clear-cut distinction 
between simple and complex noun phrases, so these labels will  not be used. The 
following section will  present and interpret the findings of the study, so it will  be 
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mainly based on a formal approach to the texts. Pronouns will  be the first focus, 
followed by nouns and determiners, and finally by premodifiers and postmodifiers. A 
brief remark on noun complements will  close the discussion. 
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2.1 Pronouns: their types and frequencies. 
 
 
The corpus of this study contains 1920 noun phrases 1009 in the text from CH, and 
911 in MP. Of the total number of heads in the extracts, 896 are pronouns (47%). The 
main reason of their high frequency in fiction is that this register deals with individuals 
and the situations and events happening around them. That is, fiction tells stories about 
certain characters who are presented as familiar to the reader. Therefore, pronouns are 
the main device for creating cohesion. As Biber et al. (1999: 327) argue,  
pronouns replace fully specified noun phrases and can be regarded as economy devices. 
Rather than giving a detailed specification, they serve as pointers to the surrounding text 
or the speech  Table 1 shows the distribution of the different types of 
pronouns across the two analysed extracts: 
 
 Case Histories Moon Palace Total 
Personal 385 350 735 
Possessive 1 0 1 
Reflexive 14 6 20 
Reciprocal 1 0 1 
Demonstrative 15 21 36 
Indefinite 30 15 45 
Quantifier 3 9 12 
Numerals 3 9 12 
Wh-pronouns 21 13 34 
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Total 471 423 896 
Table 1. Occurrence of the different types of pronouns 
 
As can be seen in Table 1, personal pronouns are much more frequent in both texts, 
making up an 80% of the total. This has to do with the fact that fiction centres on the 
lives, actions and thoughts of some individuals, and these words refer mainly to the 
different characters previously mentioned in the narrative. Hence, in the texts under 
analysis, a considerable amount of these pronouns will  refer to Amelia and Julia in CH, 
and to Marco, his Uncle Victor and his mother, in MP. These pronouns are so 
remarkable that they will  be further discussed. 
The percentages of the other types of pronouns are very low in comparison with 
those of personal pronouns. However, they reveal important information that must be 
taken into account. Reflexive pronouns are relatively frequent in the CH. The reason 
may be that their range of use is slightly wider than that of other pronouns, such as 
possessive pronouns or reciprocal pronouns, whose function is rather more specific. 
Demonstrative and indefinite pronouns are also more widely used than other 
types. That is by far the most frequent of the demonstrative pronouns, appearing mainly 
as an anaphoric device and, more rarely, with cataphoric meaning. In MP, in which that 
is fairly more common, it is also used as the emphatic version of the pronoun it, which 
is typically unstressed (Biber et al., 1999: 350). This shows two instantiations. Finally, 
there is just one instance of a plural demonstrative form: those, present in MP as well. 
These pronouns are rare compared with personal pronouns because of their more 
specialised use, and plural forms are even rarer than singular ones, which agrees with 
the overall higher frequency of singular forms. The form that is more frequent in fiction 
due to its more colloquial overtone. That is, fiction typically reproduces the daily life of 
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some individuals Julia and Amelia in the case of CH, and Marco Fogg in MP so this 
register is characterised by the frequent use of informal expressions. These are some 
examples from the extracts: 
That was a long time ago (MP, p.1) 
 
That was bloody fantastic (CH, p.263) 
 
 
Is this what other people did? (CH, p.262) 
 




Indefinite pronouns are also quite common, although they differ from the other kinds of 
pronouns in that they are more frequently postmodified. The reason for this need for 
complementation can be their vagueness in meaning (Biber et al., 1999: 351). The 
pronoun one, which can act as an indefinite or as a numeral, is one of the most 
outstanding examples of the sequence pronoun + postmodification, which supports this 
hypothesis of a vague referent specified by a modifier, as this pronoun by itself does not 
point clearly to any entity. The reason for the relative frequency of indefinite pronouns 
is that they also seem to be more informal, so they sound more familiar to the readers. 
Fiction usually uses colloquial features so as to reduce the distance between the text and 
the reader. These are some instances: 
I have someone, thank you (CH, p.251) 
 
Although anyone with half a brain must surely be mired in existential gloom all the time 
(CH, p.257) 
 





Other pronouns that are quite significant in these texts are wh-pronouns. However, the 
most recurrent forms vary in this case from one text to another. What is frequent in both 
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texts, mainly as an interrogative pronoun, both in direct and indirect questions, although 
appearing as well as the empty subject of pseudo-cleft sentences and in a couple of 
exclamatives. Which is more frequent in CH, in which sentential relative clauses are 
quite common, while who is more recurrent as an interrogative pronoun in MP. All  
these stylistic resources direct and indirect questions, cleft and pseudo-cleft sentences 
and exclamatives help to change the rhythm of the narration and then to catch the 
 attention. These examples show these facts: 
What would you call it then? (CH, p.250) 
 
I know what I am doing (MP, p.13) 
 
She felt incredibly embarrassed (which was ridiculous) (CH, p.262) 
 




With regard to the other types of pronouns, quantifiers are a very varied group, so some 
instances just appear once or twice in this corpus, and some numerals can be found 
alone acting as pronouns, mainly in MP, and with the aim of specifying the ages of 
fictional characters, a fact which agrees with the purpose of this register, that is, the 
interest on the life of some characters. 
As has been mentioned, personal pronouns are by far the most useful pronominal 
forms in fiction, because they make it possible to refer to the speaker/writer, the 
addressee and other entities within the text (Biber et al., 1999: 328). Therefore, they are 
the most frequent anaphoric expressions. They also have distinct forms for the 
nominative and the accusative case. Table 2 shows the occurrence of each personal 
pronoun per case and per text: 
 
 Case Histories Moon Palace 
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 Nominative Accusative Nominative Accusative 
1
st 
singular 29 4 128 26 















35 15 33 23 
   
1
st 
plural 4 0 20 4 
3
rd 
plural 16 5 13 18 




Pronouns are preferred over nouns in conversation, and this is reflected in fictional 
dialogue (Biber et al. 1999). There, as in daily life, participants are involved in a shared 
situation, so references do not need to be very specific. Forms such as I, you and me are 
very recurrent in those parts, as they refer to the speaker and the hearer. This can be 
particularly seen in the conversations between the two sisters of CH. In fact, the form 
you just appears in dialogues in our texts, as there is no example of direct reference to 
the reader in the narrative parts. The following example is a quotation said by Julia  
one of the two sisters in CH  which shows the high frequency of pronouns in 
conversation, especially of the forms you and I: 
  tell me you  do it, Milly, everyone does it, it´s normal.  sure you do 




In general, forms corresponding to the third person are more common in the narrated 
passages. However, this fact is also related to the kind of narrator. In MP, the presence 
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of a first person narrator Marco Fogg, the protagonist of the novel  is very clear 
from the beginning, so the forms I and me are the most frequent both in the nominative 
and accusative case. In CH, the story of Julia and Amelia is told by an omniscient non- 
diegetic narrator, so the pronoun she is even more recurrent than its masculine 
counterpart he, and the same happens to the accusative forms. The pronoun it is 
relatively frequent in both texts because its meaning is more vague and it can be applied 
to a wide variety of referents. In addition, it is used to cover the space of the 
grammatical subject, so in many cases, its meaning is empty. Plural forms are less 
frequent, which follows the tendency of plurals to be scarcer than singulars. These 
instances clearly reflect what has been said: 
1
st 
person singular in MP: I wanted to live dangerously, to push myself as far as I could 
go, and then see what happened to me when I got there. (p.1) 
 





person singular in CH: And she picked some flowers from the garden  and put 
them in a vase so that Jackson would look at her and see that she was a woman. But he 
hadn´t come, of course, she would never had any intuition, womanly or otherwise. (CH, 
p.250) 
 
She could still hear Julia chortling away to herself in the living room; if she started up 
again she was going to yank her head off. (CH, p.251) 
 
It with vague meaning: As it turned out, I hearly did not make it. (MP, p.1) 
 
It as grammatical subject: It was important not to make Henry too interesting (CH, 
p.252) 
 
Accusative pronouns are more infrequent than nominative forms in all cases, with just 
one exception. This is explained by the information principle, which states that 
communication tends to move from given information to new information. Therefore, 
anaphoric expressions uch as pronouns are frequent in subject positions, while objects 
tend to be more specific noun phrases. 
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As this analysis shows, although pronouns have an important role in fiction, 
53% of the noun phrases of the analysed corpus have a noun as head. Therefore, the 
frequency of nouns and pronouns is nearly the same, but nouns are slightly more 
recurrent. The main reason for chosing a noun as head may be, as Biber et al. (1999: 
240) argue, that  noun phrases are more  so they allow to include 
additional information, as well as a larger anaphoric distance. Pronouns are more 
frequent in fictional dialogue, as they reproduce the typical features of conversation, but 
the narrative passages how a higher tendency for the use of full  noun phrases, due to 
their usual need for further specification. 
2.2 The use of determiners in the extracts of Case Histories and Moon Palace 
 
 
The main elements which specify the reference of nouns are determiners, premodifiers 
and postmodifiers. While premodifiers and postmodifiers can appear with pronouns, 
this is not the case of determiners. To the contrary, nouns are generally preceded by, at 
least, one determiner. However, there are some exceptions, such as proper names of 
characters, which do not need determiners to further specify their reference. In the two 
texts under study, noun heads are accompained by a determiner, although there are 
significant differences of frequency depending on the types of determiners used in both 



















Frequency 84 98 61 7 42 12 - 3 8 236 
Percentage 27% 31% 19% 2% 15% 5% 1% - 3%  
Moon Frequency 125 70 56 19 52 17 5 - 9 159 
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Palace Percentage 35% 20% 16% 5% 15% 5% 1% - 3%  




As Table 3 shows, articles are by far the most common type in both cases. This is not an 
isolated fact of fiction, but it happens in all written registers. The definite article the 
tends to be more frequent than its indefinite counterparts a/an. This tendency is fully  
accomplished in MP. There are clear reasons for its occurrence. First, the indefinite 
article is used to introduce new entities, so further references are signalled with the 
definite article. Apart from this anaphoric use, the frequently happens in fiction with a 
cataphoric function. In these cases, the head is usually specified by a postmodified 
relative clause. The last function which it usually takes in fiction is the situational 
reference, appearing mainly in reproduced dialogues, where characters are in immediate 
contact. The is also more recurrent than a/an because the latter can just appear with 
countable singular nouns, while the first can go with plurals and uncountable nouns as 
well. Therefore, according to meaning, it is the most neutral determiner, so it is more 
useful in order to avoid repetition when reference has been previously established. 
Furthermore, in fiction, as Biber et al. (1999: 265) argue,  things and events are 
frequently presented to the reader as if  familiar, though they have no previous 
 and continue,  device is a way of quickly involving the reader in the 
 and the determiner the is frequently used in those cases in order to create the 
illusion of a shared background. (Biber et al., 1999: 265). Nevertheless, there can be 
some exceptions for its usually predominant position. These specific examples show 
these claims: 
Example of cataphoric reference: It was the summer that men first walked on the moon. 
(MP, p.1) 
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Example of anaphoric reference as well as of the sequence the + plural and the as 
situational reference in conversation: I lived in my apartment with over a thousand 
books. They had originally belonged to my Uncle Victor.   have no money to give 




In CH, the determiner a/an is slightly more recurrent than its counterpart the, which is 
related to the information principle. That is, it is typical for subjects to be introduced by 
the form the, as they usually refer to known entities. To the contrary, objects tend to be 
new information, which explains  higher proportion of indefinite noun phrases in 
that  (Biber et al., 1999: 269). However, this story is constantly naming the two 
sisters and their acquaintances in order to refer to them, so subject positions are often 
fulfilled by proper names as the agents of actions, and they are very rarely accompanied 
by a determiner. Therefore, frequency of definite articles decreases. These examples 
will  make the point: 
Julia hauled a scuttle full of coal into the sitting room (CH, p.249) 
Milly  got a new boyfriend (CH, p.250) 
 
 
Another relevant aspect to take into account is that there is no much action in CH. The 
main events are  recollections, told by an omniscient narrator who has access 
to her mind. Then, they are told in retrospection and there is no immediate situational 
context, because narration is mainly based on memories. Then, things are evoked as 
being more distant, so other kinds of determiners different from the definite article, such 
as a/an, are preferred. The last reason is that dialogues between the two female 
characters are recurrent in this text in those parts where the narrative deals with the 
present situation, and as previously mentioned, conversation relies more on pronouns 
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than on nouns due to the shared situational context, as has been noted in the preceding 
section of the present analysis. 
Possessive determiners are also frequent in both texts, which is a normal feature 
in fiction, a register that, as Biber et al. (1999: 267) explain,  more concerned with 
the lives and activities of specific  They particularly serve to specify the 
different kinds of relationships among individuals, and between objects and individuals. 
So, although their function is very specific, they fit  well with the purposes of fiction. 
However, not all the forms are equally frequent. In CH, her is the predominant form, as 
it usually points to one of the two female characters, either Julia or Amelia, while in 
MP, my outstands over the rest. In this case, Marco Fogg, the main character and 
narrator, talks about his family, so it is used to give a sense of familiarity and belonging. 
These instances serve as a clear illustration: 
She shaved her legs and armpits  and painted (rather badly) her toenails. (CH, 
p.260) 
 




Quantifiers are also frequent. This is linked to the fact that this type joins different 
determiners with distinct functions. Some of them are relatively frequent in fiction, such 
as all, meaning inclusion, and no, which forms the no-negation. The following types  
demonstrative determiners, cardinals, ordinals, wh-determiners and semi-determiners  
are not very frequent, as their functions are more specific. Demonstrative determiners 
are very similar in meaning to the definite article, although they refer more to the 
distance of the speaker and the referents. Singular forms are more common in both 
texts, a fact that follows the typical distribution related to number, that is, the higher 
frequency of singular forms over the plural ones. Cardinals and ordinals are infrequent 
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because exact quantities in fiction are not very relevant generally. If  they appear, they 
do usually refer to small amounts. Cardinals are more common, because ordinals, which 
point to order, are even more specific. 
As I have mentioned earlier, proper names do not tend to be preceeded by a 
determiner, but this is not the only case of a head standing alone in a phrase. A noun 
phrase can be formed just by a common noun if  its reference is generic. In fact, this is 
not totally infrequent in English. In the analised texts, 24 instantiations fulfill  this 
condition in CH, while 26 do it in MP. The examples below are some of them: 
And if Sylvia could find boyfriends,  why  Amelia? (CH, p.257) 
 
He overslept rehearsals. (MP, p.5) 
 
 
Another relevant aspect is that some nouns just take a premodifier, and no article, to 
complete their meaning. This premodifier is typically an adjective which points to some 
particular feature of all the examples of that group, so the noun does not need any 
determiner to define its scope, as in the sentences below: 
Her flesh looked like curd cheese (CH, p.265) 
 




2.3 Modifiers in the selected extracts: sequences and types 
 
 
2.3.1 Modifiers complementing noun heads 
 
 
Premodifiers are also used for specifying references, as well as postmodifiers. They 
differ from determiners in that they are optional, although still common in fiction. 
However, they do not achieve the higher frequency rates of determiners. There are some 
nouns which are both preceded and followed by modifiers, but this is beyond the scope 
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of this analysis. Instead, in the present study, the frequencies of pre- and postmodifiers 






 Premodifiers Postmodifiers 
Total of 
premodifiers 





Total of nouns 
with 
postmodification 
Case Histories 139 109 165 130 
Moon Palace 117 96 168 148 
Table 4. Frequencies of noun heads complemented by modifiers per text and frequencies of the 




In both cases, postmodifiers are more frequent than premodifiers  20.5% and 19.5% of 
noun heads are preceded by a premodifier in CH and in MP respectively, while 24.5% 
and 30% include a postmodifier. On the one hand, postmodifiers follow the head, and 
this position allows them to be more transparent and to form more complex structures 
than premodifiers do. That is, it is not rare to find sequences of embedded 
postmodifiers, and they can contain even full  clauses, such as relative clauses, as the 
following instance below shows: 
He served as a useful example to the looks of pity and amusement that always seemed to 




Therefore, they allow the possibility to include more information in the noun phrase, 
and they are indeed more precise. Furthermore, other premodifiers also appear within 
some prepositional phrases acting as postmodifiers. This example will  make the point: 
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Wherever he went, he left behind a cluttered trail  of bad chess moves, of unfinished box 




On the other hand, premodifiers can be very useful in the sense that they can package 
much information in few words. However, this also makes some structures very 
ambiguous, as it is not often clear if  some premodifiers modify the head or other 
premodifiers within the same phrase. Therefore, in fiction, postmodifiers are preferred 
for first mentions when more precision is required, while premodifiers are more related 
to further references, or to entities which are not so specific. The following example 
points to this fact: 
I converted the boxes into several pieces of  .  My imaginary 




Another difference related to their use has to do with versatility. Premodifiers often 
appear preceding common nouns, but they are very rarely found with pronouns. On the 
contrary, postmodifiers frequently follow some pronouns, such as one or those but this 
part of the analysis will  be more centred on noun modification. Proper nouns and other 
types of nouns do not tend to take modifiers. They are also infrequent in conversation, 
which  use referring expressions with minimal modification, knowing that the 
listener will  have no trouble identifying the intended  (Biber et al., 1999: 579). 
Therefore, in fiction they tend to be more restricted to the narrative passages. 
Although pre- and postmodifiers share some similarities and contrasts which 
allow for their comparison, they have also characteristic traits, so they will  be further 
explained in isolation.  This study has centred on the length of their sequences and on 
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Sequences of... 1 premodifier 2 premodifiers 3 premodifiers Total 
Frequency 81 26 2 109 
Percentage 74% 24% 2% 100% 






Sequences of... 1 premodifier 2 premodifiers 3 premodifiers Total 
Frequency 75 21 - 96 
Percentage 78% 22% - 100% 






Surprisingly, the data are very similar in both cases, with one exception: there is no 
sequence of three modifiers in MP. However, these sequences are very rare in CH as 
well, so this is not an outstanding fact. As expected, most nouns are preceded by just 
one premodifier, although two premodifiers are also relatively frequent. Long sequences 
of embedded premodifiers are not very frequent in fiction due to their ambiguity (Biber 
et al., 1999: 597). Premodifiers allow for the package of much information into a single 
phrase, but these relationships can create  heavy burden on readers and  
(Biber et al., 1999: 597), so more simple structures are preferred. In addition, fiction is a 
register much concerned with stylistic resources, so it employs a wide range of 
structures. That is, fiction puts much emphasis on the way of expressing the narrated 
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events, and avoidance of obscurity can be linked to this. Limit  of space is not a problem 
for fiction writers, so the package of information would be more a disadvantage than an 
advantage in fiction, as authors do not have the necessity to compress information. 
Therefore, sequences of modifiers are in many cases coordinated, which helps to 
establish the relationships among them. Others appear hyphenated, which also points to 
their internal connections. To sum-up, ambiguity within premodifiers is not recurrent in 
fiction. These are some examples of the three sequences: 
One premodifier: The good Dora created a bad Victor (MP, p. 9) (adjectives) 
 
She  believe in Jesus or dog heaven (CH, p.268) (noun) 
 
Two  premodifiers:  Victor  could put  up  with  the sobber,  nagging  Dora  (MP,  p.9) 
(adjective and participial modifier) 
 
Three premodifiers: For two years they had shared cynical exchanges over coffee, and 




The other variable according to which they have been classified is word class structure, 
as shown in Tables 7 and 8: 
 
Case Histories 
Word class Adjective Participial 
modifier 
Other noun Adverb Total 
Frequency 113 7 19 - 139 
Percentage 81% 5% 14% - 100% 






Word class Adjective Participial 
modifier 
Other noun Adverb Total 
Frequency 97 2 18 - 117 
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Percentage 83% 2% 15% - 100% 





Once again, the percentages are very similar in both extracts. Adjectives, as was 
expected, are the most recurent type. Nouns are the following more common group, 
although they are much less relevant. There are a few instances of participial modifiers 
in both texts, while no adverbs appear fulfilling  this function. These findings are not 
surprising, because this is the typical position of adjectives as complements of nouns  
they rarely act as postmodifiers (Biber et al., 1999: 589). Furthermore, when nouns 
appear as modifiers, they normally aim to classify the following noun referring to the 
type or material of the head, so they function as adjective-like words, and the same 
happens with participial modifiers and adverbs. Therefore, premodifiers are not rare in 
fiction, as they can express some traits of entities in a few words, and help to enrich 
descriptions, which are very frequent in this register. The examples above show 
instantiations of the three present ypes. 
Postmodifiers can fulfill  the same function, although they are more transparent 
structures, in spite of the high degrees of complexity they can reach. However, 
sequences of more than two postmodifiers are not particularly frequent in fiction (Biber 




















Frequency 100 23 6 1 130 
Percentage 77% 18% 4,6% 0,4% 100% 

















Frequency 129 18 1 - 148 
Percentage 87,2% 12,2% 0,6% - 100% 





In this analysis, the order from the most to the least recurrent group is the same in both 
texts. Postmodifiers are a bit longer or complex in CH, which also offers an instance of 
the last type of four postmodifiers. More substance to the findings of Tables 9 and 10 
will  be given by these examples: 
One postmodifier: There was never any father in the picture (MP, p. 3) 
 
Two postmodifiers: I took the job with the old man in the wheelchair (MP, p. 1) 
 
Three postmodifiers: Was there no limit to the kind of thing Julia would do? (CH, 
p.253) 
 
Four postmodifiers: Because it had seemed ridiculous to be a virgin at thirty-five years 




However, in this case, the differences between both extracts are not very relevant. 
Tables 11 and 12 reflect the frequency of the different types of postmodifiers in relation 










Frequency 89 13 2 21 40 165 
Percentage 54% 8% 1% 13% 24% 100% 











Frequency 109 6 4 12 37 168 
Percentage 65% 4% 2% 7% 22% 100% 




These classifications show similar facts to those presented in Tables 7 and 8: the order 
of the variables according to frequency is the same in both cases. However, percentages 
vary moderately between these texts. Prepositional phrases are the most frequent type in 
both texts although they are even more frequent in MP. Several different prepositions 
appear introducing these postmodifiers, but those carrying the particle of are the most 
common ones. This finding is linked to the different uses of this preposition. Of-phrases 
are often preferred as an alternative to genitive constructions, especially when the noun 
to which they are attached refers to an inanimate entity, a plurality or when the genitive 
phrase offers a long and complex structure. Of-phrases also appear specifying the 
reference of species and collective nouns, or as the equivalent rephrasing of some 
premodified structures (Biber et al., 1999: 635-636). These are some examples of of- 
phrases: 
The fictional Henry had gradually acquired the accretions of a personality. (CH, p.251) 
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Relative clauses are also quite common. Biber et al. (1999: 605) state that they are 
relatively frequent in the three written registers fiction, news and academic prose  
although most common in fiction. If  they are related to people, they commonly describe 
them, and if  they refer to objects, they do it in relation to some character of the text. 
This agrees with the concern of this genre with lives and actions of some individuals. 
Non-finite clauses do not differ much in meaning from relative clauses. In fact, they 
function as reduced examples of the previous ones, although full  clauses are preferred, 
maybe because they are more transparent, so they allow more distance with the noun 
they refer to. The following are some instanciations: 
Relative clause: That was the one subject my mother refused to discuss with me (MP, 
p.4) 
 
To-clause: There would be enough money to pay me for four years of college (MP, p.9) 
 
Ing-clause: Henry  was an invention, conjured out of nothing (CH, p.251) 
 
Ed-clause: She always thought of the Queen Mother,  standing in the middle of a 




The other two types of word classes are less common, although these texts present some 
examples of each case, as shown below. Adjectives are more frequently found in a 
premodified position, as seen above, and adverbs are in general very rarely used as 
modifiers: 
Adverb: That was a long time ago (MP, p.1) 
 
Adjective: Julia hauled a scuttle full of coal into the sitting room (CH, p.249) 
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The following facts explain the results of Tables 9, 10, 11 and 12, which deal with 
postmodifiers. Biber et al. (1999: 641) call   to those 
sequences of postmodifiers embedded in one another or appearing in  series. 
Postmodifier complexes of two elements are moderatly frequent in fiction, while more 
complex structures rarely appear in this genre. Sequences of prepositional phrases are 
fairly frequent among these structures, as well as combinations of prepositional phrases 
as first elements, and relative clauses as second. However, if  a relative clause appears as 
the first postmodifier, it does not usually take further postmodification, due to the fact 
that it is a full  clause, and clauses can contain all kinds of phrases within their own 
structure. To the contrary, they are frequent in a second position of a postmodifier 
complex for being so easily recognizable as a postmodifier. This fact allows them to 
make reference to a head which does not immediately preceed them. On their part, 
prepositions need to be close to the head they complement, because they do not have 
such independence of meaning. Some instances are provided so as to give more 
substance to this claim: 
Prepositional phrases as first and second elements: The moment for an argument over 
dogma had already passed (CH, p.263) 
 
Prepositional phrase as first element and relative clause as second: Her drunkenness 
brought out a severity and impatience in him that struck me as unnatural (MP, p.9) 
 









Nouns are frequently modified, but pronouns do not follow the same pattern. Of all the 
pronouns of the present study (836), only 38 (6.5%) occur with at least one postmodifier 
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in CH, while 30 (7%) do it in MP. However, it is quite relevant, because most of them 
are of the same type: quantifiers or indefinite pronouns. The meaning of these 
pronominal forms is vague per se, so they frequently need further complementation. 
The pronoun one is a special case, because it appears modified more often than not. 
These examples clearly show this: 
Indefinite pronoun: Someone in the immigration offices at Ellis Island had truncated it 
to Fog (MP, p.3) 
 
Quantifier pronoun: Lying, Amelia discovered, was all about the details (CH, p.252) 
 
The pronoun one: Amelia hated her for being the one who thought she was doing the 




There are other pronouns which nearly always appear alone, without any modifiers, 
such as personal pronouns, whose reference can be supposedly inferred from previous 
information. 
2.4 Appositions: the exceptional postmodifier 
 
 
All  types of modifiers have been already mentioned but one: appositions. The reason for 
this omission is the wide differences among linguists in relation to this term. 
Appositions are, according to Biber et al. (1999: 638-639), noun phrases which follow 
another noun phrase and share an equivalent status, so their order in the sentence can be 
altered. However, Quirk et al. (1985: 1308-1316) consider that this type of postmodifier 
is very wide, and they make a very detailed classification in which they include many 
different structures, some of them being grouped in different categories by different 
linguists. This study has followed Biber et  (1999) approach, so, as appositions are 
full  phrases as well, they have been counted as independent instantiations and have been 
classified in their corresponding groups. In other words, they have not been considered 
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as another type of postmodifier. Here are some examples to illustrate the way in which 
potential appositions have been analysed: 
Victor himself  (Proper noun & reflexive demonstrative) (MP, p.10) 
 
Eleven years old, the age she was when the world stopped (cardinal+ noun head + 
adjective as postmodifier & definite article + noun head + relative clause as 
postmodifier) (CH, p.251) 
 
 
3.5 Noun complement clauses and their behaviour in the extracts 
 
And finally, there are other elements that can appear in noun phrases: noun complement 
clauses, which differ from postmodifiers in that they are not optional, but required by 
the noun head. They are not very significant, as their percentages per text are 1% in CH, 
and 2.3% in MP. These low percentages can be explained by one of the general 
characteristics of fiction: the preference for the report of actions rather than for states or 
stances. In addition, these complements can just follow a certain set of nouns, which 
tend to be abstract nominalizations. Some examples of heads taken from the texts are: 
idea, point, fact, proof, inclination, reason, question, risk or thought. Some of them 
appear in the examples below: 
That-clause: The fact that she used her maiden name was proof that she 
had never been married. (MP, p.3) 
 
To- clause: There is no need for you to look at me like that. (MP, p.13) 
 
Of + ing clause:   because the risk of dying from food poisoning was twice as high. 
(CH, p.259) 




The two more common types are to- and of +-ing clauses. To-clauses tend to be used in 
fiction to express human goals or opportunities. Furthermore, the set of nouns which 
can take an of +-ing clause as complement is wider than those taking a to- or a that- 
clause, so that explains their higher frequency in this register. Nevertheless, both types 
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are  more  frequent  in  MP,  due to  the fact  that  this  text  does  not  rely  much  on 





This study focuses on an analysis of structural patterns of noun phrases based on Biber 
et  analysis of fictional register (1999), with the aim of discovering their similar 
traits of behaviour. The selected corpus consists of 10,000 words approximately, taken 
from two different sources: chapter 13 of the novel Case Histories, by Kate Atkinson, 
and an extract of the first chapter of Moon Palace, by Paul Auster. After the analysis of 
this corpus, the phrases were classified into different categories according to their 
different constituents. When the whole classification was done, the components were 
studied separately, following the order reflected in this study: pronouns, determiners, 
premodifiers, postmodifiers and noun complement clauses. The main results explained 
in section 3 will  be summarized as follows. 
Pronouns are very frequent in fiction, as they are very useful when there is a 
shared background between the speaker and the recipient of the message, and when 
much especification is unnecessary. This constantly happens in conversations between 
the characters, especially in the case of CH, where there are some exchanges between 
the two sisters Julia and Amelia  with a great abundance of pronominal forms. The 
most recurrent type par excellence is personal pronouns, as they refer mainly to the 
characters. In this sense, there is a clear difference between the most outstanding 
personal forms on each text, a fact that is related to the different protagonists. Therefore, 
there is a higher frequency of the pronouns she and her in CH, as the omniscient 
narrator is constantly refering to one of the sisters, while I and me abound in MP, where 
Marco Fogg recurrently alludes to himself in order to tell his own story. Other pronouns 
which are also relatively frequent are the demonstrative that and the indefinite forms, 
which can be explained by the fact that they have a more collloquial overtone. The rest 
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of  the types reflexive  and  reciprocal  pronouns,  quantifiers,  numerals  and  wh- 
pronouns  have more specific connotations, so their use is more restricted. 
Pronouns make up a 47% of the noun phrases in this study, so they are very 
relevant. Nevertheless, nouns also have an important role as heads of the phrases, 
because they constitute the remaining 53%. They are often complemented by 
determiners, premodifiers and postmodifiers. Articles are the most frequent type by far, 
due to their more general meaning. The definite article the tends to be more frequent 
than the indefinite a/an, but this is not the case in the novel CH. This exception can be 
explained by the higher reliance on proper names in subject positions in the text and by 
the fact that many events are told in retrospection, so they are evoked as new entities 
introduced by a/an. Possessive determiners are very frequent as well, which is an 
isolated fact in fiction. They tend to relate some entities with the characters. Therefore, 
in CH, the form her is more recurrent, as it makes reference to Amelia or Julia, while in 
MP, my appears more frequently, pointing to Marco Fogg. 
Premodifiers and postmodifiers are not as common as determiners, but they are 
recurrent as well. Postmodifiers are slightly more frequent than premodifiers because 
they are more transparent and allow the possibility to include more information in the 
noun phrase. Furthermore, premodifiers rarely preceed pronouns, while postmodifiers 
usually follow some types, such as quantifiers or indefinite pronouns. The majority of 
premodifiers are adjectives, although nouns often fulfill  this function too. Other less 
recurrent word classes working as premodifiers are participial modifiers and adverbs. 
To the contrary, prepositional phrases are the most common postmodifiers, followed by 
relative clauses  which are an outstanding group in fiction  and non-finite clauses. 
Adverbs and adjectives can also appear, but they do it very rarely.   Appositions are 
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another type of postmodifiers, but as the term has been used in different ways by 
different grammarians, they have not been considered in the analysis. According to 
length, sequencies of two pre- and postmodifiers are relatively frequent, while larger 
series are not very common. The term   refers to the sequencies 
of these complements. 
Noun complement clauses are the last group under study. They are not very 
significant due to their low frequencies. The reason for this fact may be that they have 
abstract nouns as heads, so they are more used for the reporting of actions in a passive 
way, and passivity is not predominant in fiction. Rather, this genre centers on the 
actions of some characters. 
Within these results, the most relevant for the purpose of this study are those 
nominal features which specifically define this register. The important role fulfilled by 
humans in fiction is reflected by the high frequency of personal pronouns, possessive 
determiners, proper names and relative clauses. So, it is clearly stated that this genre is 
concerned with specific individuals, their goals, actions and relationships (Biber et al., 
1999: 653). In the case of CH, Amelia is the main focalizer, and the omniscient narrator 
feels free to enter her mind and tell the reader about her own pessimistic vision of 
herself, her negative conception of her sister Julia, or the only sexual encounter of her 
life, for example. In the extract of MP, the reader gets to know some characters, such as 
his mother or his Uncle Victor, through  vision. He also tells some memories of 
her childhood and first years at college. Therefore, thoughts actions and relationships 
among characters are omnipresent in fiction. 
What is also specific of fiction is that full  dialogues are sometimes reproduced, 
which helps to explain the nearly equal distribution of nouns and pronouns and the 
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frequency of colloquial expressions, such as words with vague meaning, indefinite 
pronouns, the demonstrative form that or proper names although these elements are 
not restricted to those dialogued parts. Full dialogues are more recurrent in CH, in 
which some discussions between Julia and Amelia show the opposite personality traits 
of both sisters. These dialogues are supposed to be happening at the time of narration. 
To the contrary, in MP, Marco is speaking about some dead characters, so he just 
reproduces some exact quotes he remembers, and this explains why conversations are 
not so frequent in this second case. 
Therefore, fiction consists of telling stories, so familiarity, closeness and  a 
shared background are tried to be created in order to easily attach the  attention. 
This telling of stories relies on language, which is itself composed of different 
grammatical structures. Readers do not always notice it, but the way in which words are 
arranged can also have effects in the exchange of messages. Noun phrases can contain 
much information in a text. Therefore, the study of their underlying grammatical 
structures can help to see how the information may be arranged. In my opinion, this 
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